MOSCOW
In what could be the biggest windfall for science since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian parliament last week gave the green light to a massive US$7-billion investment in nanotechnology over five years. The Russian government hopes the programme will make the country a world leader in nanoscale technologies with a wide range of military and civilian uses.
However, the move has been criticized as poorly prepared and unlikely to yield results.
Nano The academy is keen not to be bypassed by the programme, for which the government has set aside more funds than the entire academy receives. In a move that critics say violates its own rules, in June the academy leadership appointed Kovalchuk, who is not a full member, as acting vice-president for nanotechnology. If approved, the Homestake lab will have campuses at 1,500 and 2,250 metres below the surface, with cavities 50-60 metres in diameter. That would be big enough to handle detectors for the most ambitious searches, says Kevin Lesko, head of the Homestake collaboration and a physicist at Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory in California. "I'm very excited, " he adds.
The selection of Homestake caps a long and highly politicized process. It was first put forward as a candidate in 2001, quickly winning the backing of powerful local politicians such as Senator Tom Daschle, who was then Democratic minority leader. In 2005, the NSF announced that Homestake and a Colorado mine were the finalists for hosting the underground lab, but protests from losing teams caused the process to be reopened.
Even now, there is no guarantee that the Homestake lab will be built. Local billionaire T. Denny Sanford, together with the state of South Dakota, have pledged some $100 million for an interim site at 1,500 metres, but the deeper facility will require NSF construction money. At present, the agency has approved just $15 million for a three-year, detailed design study. To win full funding, the design must go before the independent National Science Board, where it will compete with other large projects.
Even so, researchers are pleased that the first steps have been taken, and are hopeful that the lab will be built. "It's clear where the science is going, " says Sadoulet. "The frontier is deep." ■
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The abandoned Homestake gold mine will host the world's deepest underground lab. 
